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@ New Policy 
Parallels National 
Archives of 
Canada Act 


"The requirement to know what infor- 
mation we hold, and to be able to iden- 
tify and locate this information, is our 
greatest challenge.” This was part of 
the message from Gérard Veilleux, 
then Secretary of the Treasury Board, 
to deputy heads last August when he 
outlined the newly-approved Manage- 
ment of Government Information Hold- 
ings Policy (MGIH) to them. Part of a 
planned package of three policies and 
various standards, "It represents an in- 
tegration and rationalization of all pre- 
vious policies in this area,” wrote Veil- 
leux. 


As the policy itself notes, “Legislation 
relevant to this policy includes ... the 
National Archives of Canada Act." This 
article points out those areas where the 
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National Archives of Canada Act 
(NACA) complements the MGIH 
Policy. Page number citations refer to 
MGIH; Subsection citations are to 
NACA. 


Objectives Match 


At the highest level, MGIH speaks of 
"cost-effective and coordinated 
management of federal government in- 
formation holdings" ("Policy Objec- 
tive," p. 3). 


Similarly, the NACA tells the Archives 
"to facilitate the management of 
records of government institutions and 
of ministerial records" (Subsection 
4.(1), "Objects and Functions"). 


The Act makes specific mention of 
records of permanent value — the cul- 
mination of the life cycle of information. 
The National Archives is required "to 
conserve . . . public records of national 
significance and facilitate access 
thereto, [and] to be the permanent 
repository of records of government 
institutions and of ministerial records" 
(Subsection 4.(1)). MGIH emphasizes 
that it is the policy of the government to 
"identify and conserve information 
holdings that serve to reconstruct the 
evolution of policy and program 
decisions or have archival or historical 
importance" ("Policy Statement," p. 3). 


Policy Instruments 
Complementary 


The broad parallelism of the MGIH and 
the NACA carries through to several 
specific areas. The following para- 
graphs will point out, first, the related 
mandatory provisions of the Policy and 
the Act; second, the discretionary 
powers of the National Archivist to help 
institutions meet the requirements of 
MGIH; and third, a delegated task, not 
mentioned in the Act, that the MGIH 
sets for the National Archives. Finally, 
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there is one aspect of the Acton which 
MGIH is silent. 


Scheduling of Information 
Mandatory 


MGIH requires government institutions 
to "ensure that all information, as iden- 
tified in the corporate inventory, is 
scheduled for retention and disposal" 
(p. 7). Later, in its "Guidelines," MGIH 
also notes the crucial importance of 
Subsections 5.(1) and 6.(1) of the 
NACAwhich "establish the authority of 
the National Archives to control the 
destruction and disposal of the infor- 
mation holdings of government institu- 
tions, excluding published material, 
and the transfer of information of his- 
toric or archival importance to the Na- 
tional Archives" (p. 18). 


The MGIH "Guidelines" also cite two 
special categories of institutional hold- 
ings. First, “institutions are responsible 
for transferring personnel information" 
on former civilian and military 
employees to the Personnel Records 
Centre of the National Archives (p. 19). 
Second, retention and disposal re- 
quirements extend to any institutional 
information holdings located inside a 
minister's office (p. 19-20). 


Assistance Discretionary 


The Act permits the National Archivist 
to “do such things as are incidental or 
conducive" to fulfilling his mandate 
(Subsection 4.(2)). Of the dozen ex- 
amples cited, many are vital to helping 
institutions meet the requirements of 
MGIH. Two deal with provision of 
central storage facilities for govern- 
ment records in general (the Federal 
Records Centres) and for personnel 
records of the government's former 
civilian and military employees (the 
Personnel Records Centre) (Para- 
graphs 4.(2)(h),(i)). Four others en- 


Canada 


courage the Archives to provide ad- 
vice, training, and other services for the 
management of records and to engage 
in joint projects ((f),(g),(j), and (k)). And 
four other examples cover activities re- 
lated to archival records: acquisition 
and custody (a), intellectual control and 
physical conservation (b), access (c), 
and advisory and other services (qd). 


Each of these examples has counter- 
parts in the MGIH, suggesting that in- 
stitutions look to the National Archives 
for various forms of assistance. 


Institutions’ Needs Served 


Advice and training, for example, may 
help institutions as they develop and 
maintain their "classification system or 
systems" intended to organize and lo- 
cate information and incorporate it ina 
comprehensive inventory (p. 4). Infact, 
consultant advice, guidance via publi- 
cations, and training touch on all 
phases of the life cycle of recorded 
information. 


National Archives services extend to 
information that institutions hold off- 
site in Federal Records Centres. For 
instance, institutions use the Centres 
to "protect essential information hold- 
ings" (p. 6). They also realize savings 
through “low cost record and tape 
storage facilities" for information that is 
not required frequently and for backups 
of electronic media (p. 17). 


Finally, by instructing government in- 
stitutions to document "the evolution of 


policy and program decisions” (p. 3) by 
means of “institutional histories, case 
studies and profiles” (p. 20), MGIH will 
cause institutions to seek and interpret 
information on their past activities. In 
many cases, this information will al- 
ready have been acquired, conserved, 
and organized for research purposes 
by the National Archives. 


Responsibility for 
Monitoring Delegated 


As noted earlier, the MGIH delegates 
an important task to the National Ar- 
chives that is not mentioned in the Act. 


Consistent with former policy, the 
MGIH asks the National Archives to 
accept "specific evaluation respon- 
sibilities on behalf of Treasury Board 
Secretariat in regard to this policy” and 
invites the National Archives to "report 
on significant problems or issues in the 
state of management of information 
holdings relevant to their identification, 
organization, storage, conservation, 
retention and disposal" (p. 7). 


The Archives has been involved in 
various ways with evaluations in ap- 
proximately sixty government institu- 
tions since 1983. It is now examining 
the focus for evaluation appropriate to 
its role under MGIH and the NACA. 


Ministerial Records Fall 
under NACA 


Finally, because they are "not under 
the control of a government institution" 


(Section 2), ministerial records are out- 
side the scope of MGIH. However, they 
do fall within the mandatory and discre- 
tionary provisions of the NACA. Briefly, 
ministerial records may not be 
destroyed without the consent of the 
National Archivist (Subsection 5.(1)). 
Those that he deems to be of per- 
manent value must be transferred to 
the care of the National Archives (Sub- 
section 6.(1)). 


The Archives provides advice, publish- 
es guidelines, and offers training to 
staff of ministers’ offices and to institu- 
tional employees who deal with this 
type of information. 


A Continuing Relationship 


The relationship between the Treasury 
Board Secretariat and the National Ar- 
chives spans several decades of 
managing government records. This 
relationship continues and evolves 
under Treasury Board's new policy. A 
broad framework consistent with In- 
creased Ministerial Authority and Ac- 
countability, MGIH replaces former 
policies of a medium-specific nature 
that spelled out a multitude of direc- 
tives. Nevertheless, MGIH too will 
eventually be supported by standards. 
Future standards and suggested prac- 
tices and procedures pertinent to the 
broad field of information management 
will build on the foundation laid by the 
Management of Government Informa- 
tion Holdings Policy, the National Ar- 
chives of Canada Act, and the other 
relevant policies and statutes. | 
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@ National Archives 
Opens Quebec 
City Centre 


A new Federal Records Centre, lo- 
cated at St-Augustin-de-Desmaures, a 
suburb of Quebec City, has begun to 
serve federal institutions in eastern 
Quebec. 


This location was chosen after a survey 
of 29 federal departments with a 
significant presence in the region. The 
region extends from Lac St-Jean to the 
Céte Nord, and from Bas St-Laurent to 
the Gaspésie, and includes part of the 


Estrie and Mauricie regions. The 
Federal Records Centre (FRC) will 
serve the major taxation centres in 
Jonquiére and Shawinigan. It will also 
accommodate recorded information 
now held by the large number of federal 
offices in Quebec City and its 
immediate surroundings. For example, 
the new facility expects to serve Health 
and Welfare Canada, which now holds 
over 3,000 metres of records in the 
Quebec City region. 


The new centre, with 7,800 square 
metres of floor space, includes an en- 
vironmentally controlled vault for the 
storage of up to 49,500 computer 
tapes, microfilm reels, and other plas- 
tic-based media, and will have a 
storage capacity of 60,000 linear 
metres for paper media. At just over 
three boxes per metre, this translates 
into 197,000 standard FRC boxes of 
records. 


As an indication of the urgent need for 
economical records storage and re- 
lated services, Ted van Leyen, Director 
of the Federal Records Centres, es- 
timates that the new centre will already 
have holdings of about 30,000 linear 
metres by the end of the fiscal year. 


@ National Archives 
Report to Treasury 
Board 


The quality of submissions requesting 
authority to dispose of records has im- 
proved markedly in the past year, 
Jean-Pierre Wallot reported to the 
Secretary of the Treasury Board in 
August. The comment was part of the 
National Archivist’s annual report to the 
Treasury Board on the Management of 
Government Records. 


During the year, the National Archivist 
approved 26 submissions, many of 
them large and complex. Seventeen of 
these submissions covered paper 
records only, two dealt with electronic 
records only, and three covered both 
paper and electronic records. The 
remaining four submissions dealt with 
microform, audio-visual, or 
photographic records. Further, the 
number of submissions that were 
returned to departments and agencies 


for improvement was less than half the 
number returned in the previous year. 


“This year shows the first results of my 
determination to have submissions ad- 
dress electronic records and, where 
records about a program or activity 
exist in both paper and electronic form, 
to have both media covered where this 
is necessary for a sound archival as- 
sessment," Wallot told the Treasury 
Board. 


National Archives 

of Canada Helps Preserve 
Fragile Electronic 
Records 


Information of historical value stored 
on electronic records can easily be lost 
or destroyed, the National Archivist 
continued. Wallot noted that records on 
electronic media can be lost if the 
medium is unstable, if there is insuffi- 
cient documentation to permit physical 
or intellectual access, or if the 
hardware or software has changed. 


National Archives staff are working 
with information professionals in 
several government institutions to en- 
hance the institutions’ capability to 
identify, retain, conserve, and dispose 
of their automated records holdings. 


International standards for the inter- 
operability of systems may eventually 
help information managers acquire 
and preserve machine-readable 
records without also acquiring a collec- 
tion of obsolete computerware. The Ar- 
chives has already received a report it 
commissioned about "applications por- 
tability." It has also received a report on 
the impact that adopting the "Informa- 
tion Resource Dictionary Standard" 
would have on identifying and describ- 
ing automated records. kal 


& Information and 
Privacy Reports — 
Impact on 
Information 
Managers 


"Under the control of a government 
institution" — this phrase legally 


defines the information holdings that 
are subject to both the Access to Infor- 
mation (ATI) and Privacy Acts. Clearly, 
the proper control of recorded informa- 
tion is a prerequisite for efficient AT/P 
operations. Conversely, some ATIP 
difficulties are rooted in information 
management problems. 


This relationship makes the annual 
reports to Parliament of the Information 
Commissioner and the Privacy Com- 
missioner particularly interesting to the 
information management community. 


From this point of view, the reports for 
1988-1989 emphasize three pertinent 
areas of concern: inadequate descrip- 
tion of information; processing delays; 
and unjustified retention of information. 


Description of Information 


It is important for government institu- 
tions to know at the corporate level 
what information is under their control 
and to describe it "in sufficient detail to 
facilitate the exercise of the right of 
access." The President of the Treasury 
Board, the designated minister under 
both Acts, is required by law to produce 
on an annual basis a publication 
describing classes of records, in the 
case of A7/, and personal information 
banks, in the case of Privacy legisla- 
tion. The resulting descriptions, the Ac- 
cess Register and the Index of Per- 
sonal Information, are available 
primarily through the public library sys- 
tem and departmental reading rooms. 
They represent an important initial 
point of contact between the govern- 
ment and Canadians seeking informa- 
tion. 


Last year, the Privacy Commissioner's 
Compliance Directorate conducted an 
audit of six institutions to examine 
various aspects of compliance includ- 
ing the accuracy and completeness of 
listings in the Personal Information 
Index. The auditors identified five bank 
descriptions where personal informa- 
tion was inadequate and two groups of 
files Containing personal information 
that were not listed. Two erroneous 
statements concerning the applicability 
of the Act and the institution respon- 
sible for controlling a certain bank were 
also found. 


Delays in Response 
Time 


A second requirement of AT/P legisla- 
tion calls for institutions to provide ac- 
curate information in a timely manner. 
The institution must be able to justify a 
response time of more than 30 days. 


The inability to retrieve information 
quickly causes delays in the access 
process. Indeed, the Information 
Commissioner's report identifies delay 
as a major problem: there were 362 
delay and extension complaints repre- 
senting 38 per cent of all complaints. 
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Sixty per cent of these were found to 
be justified. Under the AT/ Act, access 
delayed is access denied. 


The annual report does not single out 
poor retrieval systems as a major 
cause of delay but it does mention it as 
"a contributing factor." One case sum- 
mary describes a three-month search 
for a ten-page document. 


Delays accounted for 40 per cent of the 
complaints lodged with the Privacy 
Commissioner. The annual report does 
not indicate how many of these are 
attributable to inadequate retrieval sys- 
tems. 


Retention of Personal 
Information 


Treasury Board policy calls for per- 
sonal information to be retained and 
disposed of in accordance with 
schedules that the National Archivist 
approves. Auditors of the Privacy 
Commissioner's Office identified as 
problem areas unscheduled informa- 
tion banks, inappropriate retention 
periods, and the practice of retaining 
personal information longer than aa 
proved retention periods. 
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